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This dissertation is a study of depictions of dreams in Chinese traditional operas. 
There are rich and various depictions of dreams in the text of Chinese traditional 
operas. These depictions are not just the creation of playwrights, but also a cultural 
phenomenon. In the symbolizing of these dreams, from sleeping dreams in daily life 
to textual dreams in the play writings, those depictions of dreams are given certain 
aesthetic and culture meanings. By doing so, a personal, private, and unrevealed 
psychology became collective illusions which took on public, cultural and fixed 
meaning. The dreams were not just objects which were to be depicted; they were also 
a method of creativity in a meaningful pattern.   
In the text of Chinese ancient plays, the depictions of dreams had certain patterns, 
such as a special arrangement for emergence and disappearance of dreams, and a 
special way of dealing with time and space. Playwrights expressed special functions 
and meanings by placing dreams into various parts of plot structure. There were 
various subjects in those depictions: marriage and love, legal litigation, departure 
from earthly life. The depictions of dreams had four different categories: soul dreams, 
ghost dreams, psychological dreams and philosophical dreams. Each of them had a 
special cultural function and meaning in the operas. 
The depictions of soul dreams were about the connection between human and 
universal life. In this divine connection, lonely and broken life became a large and 
infinite immortal life. In this transformation, depressed and miserable feelings of 
spiritual life disappear. In the context of death and life, reputation and marriage, and 
difficulty and hardship in daily life, people dreamed about an affectionate “heavenly 
mother” for guidance and help. When the order of human society was destroyed, 
people imagined a wise and powerful “heavenly father” who would bring equality, 
justice, and ideal order to society. Those stories of dreams which were similar to the 
narrative models in mythology expressed the collective desire for a better life and a 
better society.   
In the depictions of ghost dreams, the emotion connection between human and 















disappearing man” symbolizing the desire of a cyclical and eternal life. Most of the 
time, the images of ghosts who represented “the disappearing man”, expressed 
humans’ earthly emotions and desires. Especially in the various depictions of soul 
dreams, the ghosts embodied the power of maintaining and fighting for self-esteem. 
For rehabilitating reputation and image of the time before death, for consoling the 
soul of the death, the soul carried the desire of life and peace after death. Because 
death was inevitable, the depictions of ghost dreams played an important role in 
conveying people’s images of eternal and spiritual life. 
The depictions of psychological dreams, which relate to traditional and simple 
dream psychology, described another different and colorful world. In this world, one 
could see desire and fear, happiness and sadness, and various unforgettable wishes as 
well. The depictions of psychological dreams in Chinese traditional operas applied the 
“sentiment theory” of Chinese ancient literature to describe people’s psychology and 
feeling. They also borrowed the method of dream images found in Chinese classical 
poetry, especially in the adoption and development of story pattern of spiritual women. 
These depictions had a special function in describing psychological feeling. The main 
function of those depictions was to confirm people’s delicate and complicated inner 
world, and also to observe and respect this deep feeling. 
The purpose of depictions of philosophical dreams was to criticize and to 
transcend the secular world. In those depictions, rational and wise people used the 
illusion of the dream to announce the meaning of life, and their understandings and 
perceptions of their own life. By examining the unpredictable and meaninglessness of 
human life, the main purposes of these dreams were to deny secular value, to confirm 
the essence of life, and to acknowledge the independence and loneliness of earthly 
life. 
The depictions of those four dreams in Chinese traditional operas expressed the 
desires for a better life, the experience of the past, and the growth of human 
intelligence. 
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